
The Harrowing of Hades

It’s time for another little detour on our Journey Through the Parables. We are coming to the end
of Great Lent; it’s time to head into Holy Week and Pascha! This can be the most beautiful time of the
year, and it’s definitely the centerpiece of our whole liturgical “church year”. We are entering into the
greatest of all feasts, the Feast of Feasts, Great and Holy Pascha, when we celebrate that Our Lord Jesus
Christ trampled down death by death, so that we can join God in Paradise.

On Pascha and for the forty days after, we’ll sing, Christ is risen from the dead, trampling down
death by death, and upon those in the tombs He is bestowing life! But what does that mean? What does it
mean to trample down death by death? How did He do that? Many times, Christians talk about the
Resurrection -- Christ defeats death because He is able to bring Himself back to life… but what does that
have to do with bringing all of us to eternal life? Why is it that before Jesus died, we could not go to
heaven, but after Jesus died, we could. How exactly does this work?

Like so many stories, we have to begin at the beginning: Adam and Eve lived in the Garden of
Eden, walking with God and talking with Him in the lovely afternoons. They had never tasted
corruption or death -- that means that they didn’t get sick, or cold, or hungry, and they could live
forever. But as we remember, one day a nasty Serpent started talking to Eve. He tricked her. God had
told them that they could not eat from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, or else they would
die. But the Serpent said to her, “You will not surely die. For God knows that in the day you eat of it
your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” (Genesis 3: 4-5) It turns out
that the Serpent  wasn’t exactly lying but he also wasn’t exactly telling the truth. God does know good
and evil, and if Adam and Eve (who had only ever known good things) ate from that tree, they sure
would find out about evil things. They would know good and evil like God does. But the Serpent is
tricky. He knows that when Adam and Eve learn about evil, they will be bringing evil into that perfect
Paradise, and then they’ll have to leave forever. They’ll find evil things in the world, including sickness
and death. The Serpent, the devil, tricked them, and after that, they were mortal. They could die. God
had to send them out of the Garden, closing the Gates to Paradise, and leaving an angel to guard the
gates.

When Adam and Eve died, and when the rest of the people died, they were not able to be alive
on the earth, and they couldn’t go back to Paradise with God, so they were stuck in a place called Hades.
Death held them there, captive -- they couldn’t leave. All the good people, like Abraham and Jacob and
Joseph, King David and the Prophets, they were all there in Hades together, and as much as they loved
God, they couldn’t go be with Him. He was in Paradise, and they were locked out. Those gates that kept
them out of the Garden were keeping them locked in dark, gloomy Hades. Whenever a person died, they
were taken to Hades, and death kept them there, his prisoner.
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But God did not create humans for death. He created that beautiful Garden of Paradise for us,
and He created us to be immortal. He wants us to live forever with Him. Because of sin, we humans have
chosen to know about good and evil, to make our own choices and sometimes, to make choices that
carry us away from God. He wants us to be free to make our own choices -- but He also wants us to find
our way back to Him, to choose to live in Paradise, in heaven, with Him! So God sent His only begotten
Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, to help us get back to Him!

As we know, every Christmas we celebrate the fact that the Son of God took on human flesh and
came into our world to be with us. The Holy Spirit came over the Holy Theotokos, and God became
man and walked among us! He came to teach us, and He performed miracles -- but most importantly,
He died. You see, to enter into Hades, you have to die. You have to be a human, and then die so that you
can go to Hades to be death’s prisoner. God knew that it was time to destroy Hades, to let the people
out, and He did it in a beautiful way: He sent Jesus to us, so that God became man, and then when Jesus
died on the cross, He became a dead human body and entered into Hades! Just as the serpent once
tricked Eve into welcoming death, now Hades was tricked! Hades accepted another dead human, but he
got more than he bargained for. This wasn’t just some ordinary dead human like all the others -- He was
human and He was also GOD! Death may be stronger than people, but it’s surely not stronger than God!

In our beautiful hymns, we learn something about what is was like when Jesus arrived:

Hades was embittered in meeting You, O Logos, seeing a deified mortal, who bore the marks
of bruises and yet was all-powerful. At the fearful sight, it was speechless and horrified.

(From the service before the Midnight Pascha Service)

Hades was embittered -- that means he became bitter, he became resentful and angry. Dead human
bodies always come to Hades, but this time, Hades was speechless with bitter horror: this was no
ordinary body! Jesus is both God and man: He is humble and bruised and dead, but He is still God! He is
still all-powerful.

What did Jesus do when He arrived in Hades? Well, in St. Peter’s letters, which are in the Bible,
we read that Jesus, “went and preached to the spirits in prison, who formerly were disobedient, when
once the Divine longsu�ering waited in the days of Noah.” (1 Peter 3:19-20) Remember when God
flooded the earth and Noah and his family and the animals survived by huddling in the ark? The whole
world had become evil and cruel, and God flooded it. All those people died and went to Hades, but God
didn’t forget them. Jesus came to them! He died on the cross and went to them in Hades, and He
preached to them, telling them all about how much God loves them and wants them to join Him in
Paradise! Peter says, “For this reason the gospel was preached also to those who are dead, that they
might be judged according to men in the flesh, but live according to God in the spirit.” (1 Peter 4:6) Jesus
brought the holy gospel right there to Hades and invited everyone who was being held there by death to
come and join God in heaven!

Jesus reaches out in love to the people stuck in Hades -- even the bad ones -- but something else
happens too. Death may be stronger than us humans, but it’s not stronger than Jesus.  In our beautiful
hymns, we learn,
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Today, Hades groans and cries out, "My authority has been destroyed. I took One who died, as
though He were mortal, but I am powerless to contain Him. Along with Him I lose all those,
over whom I had ruled. I had held the dead from all ages, but behold, He raises them all."

Today, Hades groans and cries out, "My power has been swallowed up; the Shepherd has been
crucified; and He raised Adam. I have been deprived of those, over whom I ruled; and I have
thrown up all those, whom I had swallowed when I was strong. He who was crucified has
emptied the tombs. The power of death is no longer in force."

(Idiomelon 6 and 7 from the Vesperal Liturgy on Holy Saturday)

Hades received a human body, as it always did, but this body was God, so it could not be contained by
anything! Death has no power over God! Hades had swallowed up all those people, from Adam on to
everyone else, but Jesus came and emptied them out. In the Lamentations on Holy Friday we sing,
“Death who eats up all things swallowed you, Rock of Life; when you entered in his belly he vomited,
spewing forth the dead gulped down from every age.”That is quite a picture, isn’t it? Hades, just sitting
there and swallowing up all the dead people -- but Jesus gives him a bellyache and he vomits everyone
up! Of course Jesus makes Him sick: death is all about darkness, but Jesus is the Light. We sing about
how Hell couldn’t stand it when Jesus came, so it shattered like broken glass and was blinded by the
bright light of Christ  How can dark death possibly survive the Light of Christ?

Have you ever been to the Pascha service and found that your whole parish was calling out
something like, “It was embittered!” again and again? Every year on Pascha, we read the most famous
sermon of St. John Chrysostom, calling out in echo to his victorious words:

Let no one fear death, for the Savior’s death has set us free. He that was held prisoner of it has
annihilated it. By descending into Hell, He made Hell captive. He embittered it when it tasted of
His flesh. And Isaiah, foretelling this, did cry: Hell, said he, was embittered, when it encountered
You in the lower regions. It was embittered, for it was abolished. It was embittered, for it was
mocked. It was embittered, for it was slain. It was embittered, for it was overthrown. It was
embittered, for it was fettered in chains. It took a body, and met God face to face. It took earth,
and encountered Heaven. It took that which was seen, and fell upon the unseen.

O Death, where is your sting? O Hell, where is your victory? Christ is risen, and you are
overthrown. Christ is risen, and the demons are fallen. Christ is risen, and the angels rejoice.
Christ is risen, and life reigns. Christ is risen, and not one dead remains in the grave. For Christ,
being risen from the dead, is become the first fruits of those who have fallen asleep. To Him be
glory and dominion unto ages of ages. Amen.

(The Catechetical Sermon of St. John Chrysostom)

Isn’t that beautiful? Isn’t it amazing to think that Hades “took a body, and met God face to face” -- that
Jesus came and made death captive? Death has no sting anymore, because it has been defeated and
overthrown. Death doesn’t hold any power over us anymore, because Christ is risen.

This incredibly beautiful idea is the whole point of Pascha. If ever someone asks you what the
point of Christianity is, why it would matter that Jesus came to this earth or that He is the Son of God,
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you can tell them this story. God takes on a human body, so that He can come here to be with us, to
teach us and heal us -- but most importantly, He comes so that He can die. Because by dying, He gets
inside Hades and bursts it open, defeating death’s grip on us!  He tramples down death with His death,
in a wonderful and amazing triumph. It’s something we couldn’t have done ourselves. We needed God
to come do it for us, because we can’t defeat death, but God can. God did all of this because He wants to
be with us; He wants us to join Him in His Kingdom! Glory be to God!

He who has ears to hear, let him hear! Let’s hear and understand!

QUESTIONS:

Why was it necessary for Jesus to become human?

- God created us to be in communion with Him. When Adam and Eve listened to the Serpent instead of
obeying God, they broke that communion and became mortal, so they and all humans a�er them died
and went to Hades, the place of the dead. By taking on human form, Jesus could die and become a
dead human body, and enter into Hades like we do. But once He was there, He was strong enough to
break it wide open and set everyone free!

How did Hades feel when Jesus died? Did the feeling last?

- Hades was happy when Jesus died, because all humans would be trapped by Hades forever. BUT
Hades was tricked! When Jesus died, Hades got another dead human, but this one was more than he
bargained for. This one was also GOD! Hades was bi�er and angry, because although death is
stronger than people, it is definitely not stronger than God!

This year, when we arrive at the Paschal homily of St. John Chrysostom, you’ll understand what he is
talking about when he says that Jesus made Hell captive and that He embittered it. Which part of the
homily is your favorite?

- There is no wrong answer to this question! Maybe a�er this lesson, you’ll especially like the parts that
talk about how Hades was embi�ered. Or maybe you have a di�erent favorite part: like all of the
“Christ is risen!s” at the end?

DISCUSSION:
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Have you ever felt like you were being held captive? Maybe you had a curfew or you were grounded or
you weren’t allowed to go out for some other reason, and it felt like you were a captive. (Of course these
reasons to stay home are not at all like actually being held captive. These things are for your own good,
and although you may not have a choice in them, they’re enforced by someone who loves you. True
captives are usually not being “held” by someone who loves them.) But you get a little idea of what it’s
like to be somewhere, and maybe wishing you could be somewhere else, right? When you were in a
situation like that and then you were released, and you were free to go out again, how did you feel? Talk
about what it feels like to be set free like that.

Now imagine that you were held captive in Hades forever. You are held by someone who doesn’t care at
all about you, and there is no release time. Ever. Talk about how you would feel.

Now think for a minute about how the people in Hades must have felt when Jesus arrived in Hades and
the whole place shattered and was flooded with His Light! How does it feel to know that you are not
trapped in that place forever and ever, but that you’ve been set free by Someone who loves you so much
that He is willing to become human so that He can die and set you free from Hades?

Glory be to God! Christ is risen!
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